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Ambassador Sobhan goes to Washington

A
In his thoughtful delivery, Ambassador i

ahan seemed to, at least on the surface,

connect with all. As he outlined the reasons for the take-over of January of this year, he
underscored that this caretaker government was a strong advocate of good governance
and the head was a person of impeccable credentials, integrity and intellect,
committed to ensuring that the democratic process was reinstituted in due course.

TAZREENA SATIAD

N a beautiful spring day,
O some af the who's who of

Washington DC and
representatives of many of the
most established institutions in
the state capital had assembled at
the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace to hear
Farooq Sobhan speak about
Bangladesh, The title of the talk,
interestingly enough, was
changed atthe last minute to "The
Hale of Bangladesh in South Asian
Cooperation.” The event was
sponsored by the Carnegie
Endowment for International
Peace, Center for Strategic

‘regional ties to a more secure,
stable and economically strong
region. It was as.if a message was
also being simultaneously com-
municared, that 'this caretaker
government was one with vision;
and while tackling the numerous
issues at the domestic front, it was
also concerned about the role,
image and contributions of this
small country with tremendous
potentialin a volatile region.
Ambassador Sobhan Is the
consummate diplomat. Succincr,
eloquent, incisive, and canvine-
ing, he tackled a two-pronged
discussion and managed ro
devate a significant portion of
time discussing the current paliti-

Studies, and the Hudson Institute.

“The eritical timing of such a
discussion nowwithstanding, the
faet that Sobhan's talk focused on
external issues relating to
Bangladesh as an emerging
regional player, and the choice of
the caretiker government to send
him as a representative (o the US
goveérnment, gives one some
cause for thought. After all, thereis
starting to be a general sense of
unesse in international circles
about the mativations and goals of
the éaretaker government. Then,
ton, there s a growing level of
skepticism abiout the direction the
democracy project is heading in
the country, given the current
palitical developments, and the
strong arm of the army making
itself more manifest in domestic
polirics.

+ Aclever political maneuver, yet
one that was not too subtle; the
dispatching of a highly respected
individual to bath appease the US
government and, at the same time,
shiftthe focus of concern from the
internal dynamics and tensions at
the home front and focus atten-
rion on how Bangladesh can con-
tribute through bilateral and

cal situation in the country. The
atmosphere alone was conducive
to such a presentation, and highly
welcoming it seemed from the
points being made. If there was
skepticism and hostility, they were
very carefully camouflaged. After
all, it almost seemed like an old
bay's club where most people
knew each other and greeted each
otherby their first names.

The audience consisted of the
créme de la créme of the diplo-
matic circle, including
Ambuassador Touqir  Hussain,
former Ambassador Tariq Karim,
former Ambassador Teresita
Scheffer (moderatar), several
representatives from the Indian
and Bangladesh embassies, the
Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, US Deparument of
Commerce, National Endowment
for Democracy, National
Democratic Institute for
International Affairs, Asian
Development Bank, American Bar
Association, Bangladesh-US
Human Rights Coalition, Foreign
Policy Association, USAID, US
Department of State, National
Press Club, U.5. Commission on
International Religious Freedom,
International Republican

Institute, the World Bank, the
Brookings Institute, Henry L.
Stimson Cenrer, Amnesty
International, several trade and
commerce bodies as well as busi-
nesses like Chevron. Last but not
least, Sajeeb Wajed, son of Sheikh
Hasina, represented the
Bongobondhu Foundation,

In his thoughtful delivery,
Ambassador Sobhan seemed 1o, at
least on the surface, connect with
all. As he outlined the reasons for
the take-over of January of this
year, he underscored that this
caretaker government was a
strong advocate of good gover-
nance and the head was & person
of impeccable credentials, integ-
rity and intellect, committed to
ensuring that the democratic
process was reinstituted in due
course.

The military, he emphasized,
had to take over hecause they had
no other choice; Bangladesh was
fast descending into a "blood-
bath," given the political turmoil
since last year, and the military
hadto stepin and declare astate of
emergency so that the conditions
for a free and fair elections for the
future could be established. The
damage done to some of the most
critical.institutions, including the
Election Commission, the elec-
toral roll and the judiciary, and the
rampant and institutionalized
levels of corruption, is the focus of
the new caretaker government,
and one that it has tackled with
vigour.

Already, according to
Ambassador Sobhan, a new
Election Commission has been
appointed, a new electoral roll
with photographs has been putin
place using an advanced comput-
erized system with assistance
from technical experts from the
UN currently in Bangladesh, and
arrests are being made by the Anti-
Corruption Commission to ensure
that free and fair elections do
indeed take place in eighteen
maonths. He assured the audience
that although in the past
‘Bangladesh had reasonably fair
elections, this caretaker govern-
ment had a vision for the country
beyond the election itself, and

fucused on the need to do so’
through pursuing the following

additional measures:

» Separating the Judiciary from
the Executive.

« Establishing the independence
of the independent Human
Rights Commission.

« Ensuring that the freedom of the
press remains intact.

s Enabling a transparency of
accounts such that clean politi-
cal candidates could compete in
the elections of 2008.

Ambassador Sobhan reiterated

throughout the course of his pre-

sentation: "General Moeen is not

General Musharrai,” As such, the

general has no intention of Inte-

grating himself into the political
sphere once the country is ready
for democratic due process, but
rather ensuring that the space is
created for it to move forward
witheut the obstructions it faced

inthe past.

The question is, how can he
agsert this with such utrer confi-
dence? And what is really different
about this military takeover, com-
pared to others in the past? And
what implications can be drawn
from chief adviser Fakhruddin's
insistence thatitis his administra-
tion, not the army, that is at the
helm of the governing authority?
Is this the beginning of an internal
tussle for power between the two
faces of the caretaker govern-
meni?Who reallyisin control?

Listening to Ambassador
Sobhan speak, it was evident that
he was a man on a mission, and a
very successful one at thar, at least
temporarily. As he addressed
questions on Indo-Bangladesh
relations con {llegal immigration,
labour migrants, the importance
of coordinating intelligence units
to fight terror at the regional front,
of the increasing importance of
Saarc in developing economic,
trade, educarion ties, combating
poverty, there seemed to be a
pervasive sense of confidence of a
small nation coming to its own
and negotiating effectively with
the giants of the region. The only
problem was, the positive image
pursued and depicted seemed to
carry mare conviction as the
afternoon rolled on, and almost
overshadowed the fact that,
despite it all, Bangladesh Is under
emergency laws and its future
continues to be uncertain,

‘A few points raised about the
domestic concerns of Bangladesh
need to be brought up here, and
this is where the role of
Ambassador Sobhan became a
litle complex. Although was a
delegate of the caretaker govern-
ment and represented its views
strongly, he seemed slightly cau-
tious on a few issues. It seemed
that he was concerned about the
contradictions in his mandate and
his relationship with the govern-
ment, The most salient points that
underscored the complexities of
his mission are outlined below:

Is there a military govern-

mentin Bangladesh?

According to Ambassador
Sobhan, Bangladesh today has a
civilian, not military, government;
a point he stressed emphatically,
and one he said he had communi-
cated well to the State
Department, His rationale? The
army is not involved in any of the
45 ministries, and although it is
taking the decision as to who
needs to be arrested, it is working
in close collaboration with an

..advisory committee and the Anti-

Corruption Commission, both of
which are civilian bodies. Besides,
“the aim of the military this time,
having learned its lessons from
the past” is to ensure the path to
free and fair elections in 18
months, raking into account the
religious and climatic consider-
ations of the time frame; hence,
elections will be held by
November of next year, and the
army will go back to its defensive
role and cease its involvement in
civilanmatters.

Mevertheless, the presence of
the army and its executive deci-
sion making authorities, and the
measures taken, clearly indicate
that the current caretaker govern-
ment very closely linked with the
military. Second, when ques-
tioned about when the state of
emergency would be lifted, he

pointed out that he was not privy
to what the government had in
mind but there was an expectation
that it would be lifted on May 8
and political activities . could
resume [note: itwasnot).

When will the state of

emergency belifted?
Ambassador Sobhian agreed that
the state of emergency had to be
lifted, and the fundamental rights
had to be restored as soon as
possible. Again, it seemed that he
was aware of the contradictions
between what the cargtaker gov-
ernment was saying and the
obstacles being put in place to
institutionalize a policy of silence
and limit the space for public
dissent. .

Does the caretaker govern-
ment have the human
resources to tackle its

multi-pronged agenda?
The ambassador had a nice, bytin
truth, rather unsubstantive
response to this question, and
focused on the importance of the
return of young expatriates 1o
enter parliament and be involved
in the progress of the nation;
again, while this could be a genu-
ine call to arms, it remains a mat-
ter of speculation how the current
administration would aim to fulfill
allits duties.

Dr. Yunus's entry and

exit from politics
Ambassador Sobhan was of the
apinion that Dr. Yunus was @
national treasure, but his decision
to enter politics was taken too
hurriedly without any preparatary
work. There was no hurry for him
to enter politics at a time when the
country was already in a state of
emergency, he satd. Dr Yunus
could have taken the time to make
himself a more robust candidate
when the elections were sched-
uled, Hence, his decision to quit
politics was taken too quickly;
nevertheless, it was clear that his
evaluation of this particular {ssue
was his own, not necessarily
reflective of the caretaker govern-
ment's position. ** © e

US policy toward the
currentsituation

In response to this question, for-
mer Ambassador Teresita
Scheffer, who served as the mod-
erator, explained that the US
government was supportiveofany
process that would work towardsa
free and fair election. That per-
haps explains the assumption that
the US government has been
largely uncritical of the current
situation. The administration was
also aware of the implications of
the decision of the Parliament to
extend the retiring judge's retire-
ment age. The US government was
impressed, for better or for worse,
with the way the caretaker govern-
ment had ultimately worked on
previous occasions, and recog-
nized that the task of cleaning
hause has become increasingly
difficult, given the desperate
measures taken by politicians to
ensure their own victory.
Nevertheless, the US government
recognized the creativity of the
political system that allows for the
creation of a caretaker govern-
ment and hoped that democratic
processes would be reinstituted
within the time frame given,
despite the complexities and

difficulties of the current situa-
tion.

Role of BEI and CPD in
issuing early warnings
about the steps being

taken torigelections
Ambassador Sobhan portrayed a
realistic picture of the civil-
political relations in Bangladesh,
which has yet to note the concerns
voiced by think-tanks seriously.
Hence, despite the numerous
seminars constantly held in the
couniry, statements and warnings
by such institutions have had
historically little impact on gov-
ernment's decision-making. So
the government's immunity to
constructive criticism or advice
has been one of its most salient
characteristics, which has conse-
quently relegated much of the
work and potential of such bodies
tothe margins.

Where does this govern-
ment get its legitimacy?
Who monitors its time-
frame which it has the

power to expand?

~Lahban- seemed uneoimiariable
with this series of questions, at a
time when he had given the
impression that there were o
other alternatives for Bangladesh,
and no greater promise of stability
than the presence of the current
army working in conjunction with
the caretaker government.

His response was that he was
part of the civil sector, and would
retire to his civil commitments,
and that he was called upon only
for thismigsion and had no further
political ambicdons.

Second, the military govern-
ment had to step in, given the
throes of the crisis in January, to
ensure what the constituents and
the international community
demanded -- a free and fair elec-
tions and an accountable govern-
ment that was not marred by
corruption.

Third, in any situation there
was always room for criticism and
the current government was con-
scious of one thing, that is, at the
end of the day, their legitimacy
would be judged by their perfor-
mance. Given this degree of
awaraness then, the current
administration is focused on
delivering whatithas promised.

Finally, to the question of how
to have faith in a democracy that

has not made a commitment to
specific. goals and has no time
frame, Ambassador Sabhan was
emphatic that there was a specific
goal, that of free and fuir elections
in 18 months, which includes 6
months of preparatory process
and 12 months to do field work for
the elections. The work, he
stressed, has already begun, with
consultations with UN experts,
and there was a need to order
8,000 laptops, 8,000 séanners,
8,000 cameras @nd 15,000 peopla
to train to do the data entry work.
This will all take time, but elec-
tions will be held before the end of
2008. And the caretaker govern-
ment had committed itself 10 a
democratic process that was
robust.

One could almost sense a pal-
pable sense ofhope, of confidence
antd honesty infthe presentartion.
In the end, Ambassador Sabhan
did whart he was sent out to do --
pacify the nerves of many,
appease a few, and provide an
accountable face to Bangladesh
politics, one thatiscommitted toa
future, and one that has an fnvest-
ment in the stability of an area

civilian government is correcy, if
the military s in charge of the
continued impositionof the emer-
gency laws and is the major deci-
sion-makingauthority.

The question of how to trust a
suspended democracy if there s
no understanding of where s s
finally headed, was answared
weakly in terms of Investigative
teams for corruption, laptops and
scanners and cameras, One won:
dersifthisis the sameinformation
that has already been communi-
cated to the general public in
Bangladesh.

Certginly, the numbers them-

' selves did not dispel the uncer-

tainties of whit lies ahead for the
country where it [s/hoped that
clean politicians can suddenly
flourish after all political activities
have been frozen for an unspeci-
fied period of time. The questions
regarding some of the recent
activities of the army, whoseman-
date is set by itself, and whose
legitimacy is derived from itself,
somehow hung silently in the
afternoon air, where many
cheered the progressive attitude
with which Bangladesh is trying to

,Iargor thanitselfi be wasvarpelent /| kd dstances

in communicating whart he safd

was the vision of this caretaker
government and dispelling specu-
lation that Bangladesh could he
on the brink of developing a
Musharral-stylegovernment.

Yer, when all is said and done,
there is still rtoom for a degree of
skepticism. Perhaps, where this
governinent gets s legitimacy
still remains an unanswered ques-
tion, although some were quick to
point out that it has been derived
from the people's courts, where
the arrival of the military brought
relief from the frustrations of
many. There may be some who
wondered as to where Farooq
Sobhan truly derived his legiti-
macy from, to represent a mili-
tary-backed government that Is
holding its constituents under a
stareof emergency.

Surely, his moments of discom-
fort and pensiveness, when
pressed by tough questions,
points out the complex nature of
his mandate, and he has heen
placed in the precarious position
ofhaving to speak on behalf of the
government while he still trying to
also be the voice of the civil soci-
ety. Perhaps, one can speculate as
to what extent his assertion that
Bangladesh is being ruled by a

and clean its Housg, while some’
wondered about the credibility of
wll the promisesmadiee. o

Ultimately, the messages
relayed to Washington that
democracy shall bgseturned and
fundamental. human  rights
restored seemed @ have left an
impression, be ddsurances
had been given that the interests
of the people underlie those
shared by the caretaker govern-
ment, The urge to trust in author-
ity and one that speaks the lan-
guage of democracy and huiman
rights continues to be enficing.
Yer a small voice of caution
demands more. as the current
government enters areas of ques-
tionable jurisdiction.

For now, Washington might be
slightly mollified. The more criti-
cal questions of hdw, when and
where, and who controls the reins
af the message and what other
sacrifices will need to be made on
fundamental human rights may
continue to be asked for now; anly
in the smaller circles of human
rights groups. Till then, one can,
like Bangladesh itself, wait
patientlyandsee.

The author Is a conbibutor (o Oifehiipet Witers'
Colfecttve. -

Musharraf dig§ in

-
A careful study of Pakistan's history woua

. e
‘reveal that methods such as muzzling the

press, arresting and harassing political opponents, using government machinery to
frame, intimidate and humiliate opponents were widely practiced (and many even
originated) under Ayub Khan, without much complaining from the military-bureaucrat-

technocrat class.

HUSAIN HAQQANT

ECENT events indicate
that General Pervex
Musharraf has no inten-

tion of becoming the first rulerin
the history of Pakistan to relin-
quish pawer, without first trying
to hold on to it by all means, fair
arfoul. ‘

Instead of allowing politics to
take its course, Musharrofis onee
again insisting on his indispens-
ability. It appears thathe hopes o
do s0 with threats of violence

dgnited with the help of aliies in
" Karachi, some ofwhom have now
tuken to,shouting the slogan
"Pakistan without Musharraf is
‘unucceptable.”

By most accounts, backed up
by video footage, the violence in
Karachi was initiated by the pro-

government Muttahida Qaumi
Movement (MQM), which
claimed that it "controls”
Pakistan's financial capital and
the fargest ciry. The MQM said it
would not allow the opposition to
hold a rally in support of Chief
Justice Iftikhar Muhammad
Chaudhry, a blatantly anti-
democratic stance.

Even if. as the MQM asserts,
the majority of the people of
Karachi are not with the opposi-
tion parties, surely they have the
democratic right to march in the
streets peacefully and voice their
opinions.

General Musharral's refusal to
go with the flow of paolitics was
also reflected in the government-
sponsored lackluster rally organ-
ised for him in Islamabad.
Speaking from hehind a bullet-

proof glass wall, Musharraf
repeated his call that the chief
justice issue should not be politi-
cised.

Musharraf repeated his asser-
tion that Pakistan had progressed
economically under his rule. He
then claimed he had the support
of the people and insisted that he
would be elected for a second
term as president. Considering
that he was not elected under the
canstitution for a first term, and
given his refusal to rake off his
uniform and contest a free and
fair election on a level playing
field with the opposition, bath
claims rang hollow.

The arbitrary dismissal of the
chief justice by a president in a
general’'s uniform is clearly a
political issue, The reason
Musharraf and his allies are

unwilling to see it as such lies in
the deep-rooted antipathy
towards politics cultivated by
Pakistan's rulingoligarchy.

The generals, technocrats,
senfor civil servants, interna-
tional bankers and global busi-
nessmen, who virtually con-
trolled the fate of Pakistan under
long periods of military rule, have
also worked hard to de-politicise
discourse about governance in
Pakistan.

Oceasional outbreaks of vio-
lence, often orchestrated by
groups nurtured by Pakistan's
ubiquitous security services, are
meant to prove that palitics s
“dirty,” and that only non-
political leaders such as a coup-
making general have the coun-
try'sbestinterestatheart.

Before the military’s direct
intervention in government
under Field Marshal Ayub Khan,
in 1958, Pakistan's politics were,
by and large, non-violent.
Patronage, protest and policy
differences were all factors in the
political process, as they are in
any non-authoritarian system.
Bui Ayub Khan began a process of

demonising politics and paoliti-
cians thatcontinues to this day.

Pakistan's military men (as an
institution) and their assorted
supporters have almost never
accepted the value of the political
process. They seem to have
embraced the view of the country
asacorporation.

In this view, military rulers are
measured by their ability to
improve GDP growth rates and
civilians are condemned for
lower productivity or corruption,
In Pakistan's chequered history,
rulers have insisted on applying
the accountant's criteria to mea-
sure national leadership. This has
proven to be a major stumbling
block to understanding the
dynamics of politics and history
that shape nations.

A careful study of Pakistan's
history would reveal that methods
such as muzzling the press, arrest-
ing and harassing political oppo-
nents, using government machin-
ery to frame, intimidate and
humiliate apponents were widely
practiced (and many even origi-
nated) under Ayub Khan, without
much complaining from the mili-

tary-bureaucrat-technocrat class.

Ayub Khan's governor, the
Nawab of Kalabagh, did not hesi-
tate to threaten the president’s

opponents, and used Intelligence
Bureau (IB) personnel to plot
assassinations and blackmail. The
institutional role of the army, and

the permanent state structure, in
undermining normal democratic
politics in Pakistan is only now
beingfully debated.

Pakistan's gwtlﬂ t problems
are its institutional imbulsnce, the.
pattern of military. intervention
and the recurrent political prob-
lems. The refusal of the Pakistani
elite to accept the pringiple of
elected civilian leadership keeps
drawing the country into crisls
alter crisis. f .

It is time for Pakistan's military
officers, professignals and busi-
ness classes to withdraw suppart
from the past pattern of military
rule and accept the principle of

institutionalised political process.

Mobilising street thugs to
combat a people’s movement for
democracy may he part of
Pakistan's unfor ‘history,

but it does not augur well for the
country's future, -

Husain Heqqan! s IDiréctor 6f, Boston
University's Cantar for la | Rilations,
asd Co-Chair of ¥is ltlany and Denocrscy
Projiect a1 Hudsan Institute, Washington D.C. He
is author of the book ‘Pakdstan batwsen Mosqua
and Miltary. .




